Land and Identity Construction in Khadijah Hashim's The Wave of Life  by Lazim, Zalina Mohd
 Procedia - Social and Behavioral Sciences  118 ( 2014 )  522 – 529 
Available online at www.sciencedirect.com
1877-0428 © 2013 The Authors. Published by Elsevier Ltd.
Selection and peer-review under responsibility of Universiti Kebangsaan Malaysia.
doi: 10.1016/j.sbspro.2014.02.071 
ScienceDirect
SoLLs.INTEC.13: International Conference on Knowledge-Innovation-Excellence: Synergy in Language 
Research and Practice 
Land and Identity Construction in Khadijah +DVKLP¶V The Wave of 
Life 
Zalina Mohd Lazima* 




voice, culture and society. However, who may be identified as Melayu and what it means to be Melayu has been contested for 
PDQ\GHFDGHV2QHVXFKVLWHIRUFRQWHVWDWLRQLVFKLOGUHQ¶VOLWHUDWXUHZKLFKKDVDVRFLRORJLFDOIXQFWLRQWRLQIRUPHGXFDWHDnd 
inculcate values which it deems important in its readers. The myths, fables and stories we tell our children contribute to the 
moulding of their sense of identity and their place within the physical and social landscape that is Malaysia. In addition, how 
the landscape is depicted and the relationship that the characters in the story have with the land provide a personal, physical, 
social and psychological schema that places them within that society. This paper first compiles a list of Malay identity 
markers based on the Malaysian constitution, and identity markers proposed by Shamsul AB and S Husin Ali. This paper then 
looks at how land is depicted in Alun +LGXS 7KH:DYHRI/LIHDQG WKHZD\VWKDW LW LVOLQNHG WRDSHUVRQ¶V
sense of identity.The discourse of the novel posits a Malay identity and mindset that is based on land, religion and 
culture/community. 
 
© 2013 The Authors. Published by Elsevier Ltd. 
Selection and peer-review under responsibility of UniversitiKebangsaan Malaysia. 
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1. Introduction  
Khadijah +DVKLP¶V QRYHO Alun hidup (1990), is targeted at children; and is a fictional retelling of the 
QRYHOLVW¶VIDPLO\¶VOLIHLQ0DODFFDGXULQJWKHVDQGV.KDGLMDKLY7KHQDUUDWLYHSUHVHQWVDVOLFH
of social history about Malay life then, to show the current generation of young Malaysians how tough yet simple 
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life was in those days. The period was also when the Malays began their transition away from the traditional way 
of life and were beginning to forge new pathways. The novel was translated into The wave of life (1996) by 
Christine Campbell.   
 
The story is set in the British Malaya colonial period prior to World War II and focuses on Awang, a poor and 
illiterate fisherman in Kesang who is barely able to put food on the table. He is married and living with his in 
laws at their ancestral home. After fourteen years of living with his in laws he decides to move out and make a 
VHSDUDWHOLIHIRUKLPVHOIDQGKLVIDPLO\7KHQRYHOJRHVRQWRQDUUDWHWKHIDPLO\¶VWULDOVDQGWULEXODWLRQVLQWKHLU
quest to tame and claim virgin jungle land in Sungai Berembang. 
 
There are interesting parallels between the Malaya of the pre-World War II period in which the story is set 
and  the Malaysia of the 1980s and 1990s which saw the gestation and publication of the novel in 1990. The 
1920s witnessed the consolidation of British colonial power in the Malay Peninsula states while the 1930s saw 
the first stirrings of nationalism among the Malays which were couched in terms of Malay economic 
backwardness. The 1980s and 1990s were the first two decades of Tun 'U 0DKDWKLU 0RKDPPDG¶V long 
premiership. That period saw the stirring of Malay ethnic and nationalistic sentiments, especially during the 1988 
constitutional crisis, sparked in part by the 1987 leadership split in UMNO, the leading component party in the 
National Front ruling coalition. It was also the period when Tun Dr Mahathir started forging new pathways for 
the Malays. For example, Tun Dr Mahathir Mohamed first used the term Melayu Baru in his address to the 
8012 DVVHPEO\ LQ  WR ³FDOl for the creation of a new work culture among Malays in keeping with his 
LQGXVWULDOLVDWLRQ GULYH DQG WKH FUHDWLRQ RI D0DOD\ FDSLWDOLVW FODVV DQG D0DOD\PLGGOH FODVV´ $EGXO5DKPDQ 
Embong. 1999: xvi). During both periods, Malays were forced to examine what it means to be Melayu. 
 
2. Literature Review 
 
2.1 Concept and Characteristics of Melayu 
 
6KDPVXO $% DUJXHV WKDW ³PRVW NQRZOHGJH DERXW WKH0DOD\V KDYH EHHQ FRQVWUXFWHG DQG HODERUDWHG LQ DQ
Orientalist mould by colonial administrator-scholars and that anthropologists and other specialists in Malay 
VWXGLHV VXEVHTXHQWO\ XVHG WKLV NQRZOHGJH´  )RU H[DPSOH WKH WHUP0DOD\ KDV EHHQ XVHG RYHU WKH
centuries to variously refer to a place, a hill, a river, a kingdom, and a people. It was eventually used by the 
British colonialists in various censuses to distinguish Malay-speaking Muslims living in the Peninsula and nearby 
islands from Indian and Chinese immigrants (Andaya and Andaya 1982:302). Broadly speaking, British 
colonialists nurtured and propagated an inferior construction of the Malays that was influenced by Social 
Darwinism. For example, Frank Swettenham, characterised Malays as loyal, conservative, sensitive, work shy, 
and companionable (Swettenham, 1907: 134). 
 
The development of Malay identity has its roots in the class structure of traditional Malay society, which is 
PDGHXSRIWZRJURXSVLHFRPPRQHUVDQGWKHDULVWRFUDF\7KLVGLYLVLYHVWUXFWXUHEHJDQWREHFKDOOHQJHG³LQWKH
writings of commoner Malay intellectuals who had been exposed to WHVWHUQ LGHDV´ /LDQ7KHQDV
now, the early discourse on bangsa was preoccupied with the economic position of the Malays. Lian further 
observed that the influx of Chinese and Indian immigrants at the end of the 19th FHQWXU\³DQGWKHLULQFUHDVLQJOy 
prominent role in the local economy impressed upon Malay intellectuals and leaders how little economic progress 
WKHLURZQFRPPXQLW\KDGPDGHXQGHUWKHFRORQLDOV\VWHP´+HJRHVRQWRVD\WKDWWKHFRQVWUXFWLRQ
of Malayness was the product of tZRGLIIHUHQW WKRXJK UHODWHG IRUFHV ³DQ H[RJHQRXVRQH QDPHO\ WKH FRORQLDO
capitalist economy which intruded into Malay society, and an endogenous one, namely traditional social 
distinctions that evolved into class-type distinctions as a consequence of modHUQL]DWLRQ´/LDQ 
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6KDPVXO $ % RSLQHV WKDW ³µ0DOD\¶ QDWLRQDOLVP¶ KDV D FXOWXUDO UDWKHU WKDQ D SROLWLFDO FKDUDFWHU WKH
GLVFXVVLRQV WKDWPDGH WKH µ0DOD\ UDFH¶ LQWR D µ0DOD\ QDWLRQ¶ IRFXVVHG SULPDULO\ RQ TXHVWLRQV RI LGHQWLW\ DQG
distinctions in terms of customs, religion and language, rather than politics. The debate and conflicts surrounding 
WKHWUDQVLWLRQFHQWUHGRQWKHTXHVWLRQRIZKRFRXOGEHFDOOHGWKHµUHDO0DOD\¶Melayu asli or Melayu jati), and 
these frictions inevitably led to the HPHUJHQFH RI YDULRXV IDFWLRQV DPRQJVW µ0DOD\ QDWLRQDOLVWV¶´  -
146). The rise of Malay nationalism and its attendant contestation of what constitutes Malayness, was largely 
mobilized by three nationalist factions with three different education backgrounds ± the Malay conservatives, the 
Malay left and the Islamic group. The Malay conservatives were the English educated elites who were part of the 
colonial bureaucracy and often came from the royal elites. The Malay left were mainly the group of Malay 
teachers and journalists who were graduates of the Sultan Idris Teacher Training College and the Malay 
vernacular schools while the Islamic group were the Middle East educated Malay scholars (Suryadinata. 2000: 
133-136).The three Malay factions championed the idea of a "Malay Nation" (BangsaMelayu) and agreed on the 
SRVLWLRQRI0DOD\ODQJXDJHDVDQµHWKQLFLGHQWLILHU¶6KDPVXO$.B. 2004: 135). However, they disagreed over the 
role of Islam and Malay rulers. The conservatives maintained that Malay language, Islam and Malay monarchy 
constituted the fundamental pillars of Malayness. The leftists wanted to end feudalism and implement a secular 
state, whereas the Islamic group favoured ending royalty but sought a much larger role for Islam (Barrington. 
2006:47-48).  
 
In spite of tensions between the three main ethnic groups, the Federation of Malaya gained its independence 
without bloodshed after an agreement was brokered between the leaders representing the three main ethic 
communities, which granted citizenship to the non-Malays in exchange for recognition of special Malay rights. 
Thus Article 160 of The Federal Constitution defines a Malay as being one who "professes the religion of Islam, 
habitually speaks the Malay language, conforms to Malay customs and is the child of at least one parent who was 
born within the Federation of Malaysia before independence of Malaya on 31 August 1957, or the issue (off-
spring) of such a person." This definition was broadened in the 1963 Malaysian Constitution to include the 
indigenous people from the states of Sabah and Sarawak. The term bumiputra began to be used in the Malaysian 
parliament in 1965 (Tan &Vasil. 1984: 10) and is often used today to refer to the Malays and the indigenous 
people of Sabah and Sarawak. This is a cultural or civilizational definition of Malayness which has religion, 
language, culture and domicile as ethnic identifiers. 
 
Shamsul A.B. feels that Malaysia as a nation state is still a work in progress and this continuing contestation, 
which includes definLQJ WKH WHUP DQG LWV DWWHQGDQW FKDUDFWHULVWLFV RI µ0DOD\QHVV¶ LV SDUW RI WKLV SURFHVV )RU
example, based on his extensive research, Shamsul A.B. (2004:137) maintains that language (bahasa), ruler 
(raja) and religion (agama) make up the three central pillDUVRIµ0DOD\QHVV¶:KHUHDV6+XVLQ$Oi (2008:7) has 
a slightly different definition of a Malay which incorporates religion, language and custom. Thus far, from the 
various definitions presented we have had language, custom, raja, domicile/land and religion presented as Malay 
ethnic identifiers. However, besides the ethnic identifiers, a related issue concerns the qualities or social values 
that a Malay should possess as this would be a reflection of Malay jatidiri (identity). If in the olden days the 
legendary Hang Tuah is often regarded as the ideal Malay hero as he possesses the epitomic qualities of being a 
cultured man, brave, fearless, and above all loyal to the raja. However in independent Malaya of the 1950s, there 
have also been calls to have Hang Jebat be made representative of the Malays as he is seen to uphold truth and 
justice, remaining true to his principles and is loyal to friends. In 1990s Malaysia, what are the positive attributes 
WKDWD0DOD\ VKRXOGKDYH WR VXFFHHG LQ WRGD\¶VHQWUHSUHQHXULal, globalised world? This paper seeks to analyse 
ZKDWLWPHDQVWREHD0DOD\IURPDFRQWHPSRUDU\IHPDOHZULWHU¶VSHUVSHFWLYHDQGWRH[DPLQHZKDWFRQVWUXFWVRI
Malay identity is embedded in the text that is targeted at young Malay readers. 
 
3. The Analysis  
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Khadijah +DVKLP¶VThe Wave of Life (1990) portrays the nascent Melayu Baru nationalistic awakening in the 
main character with regards to his sense of identity and place in the land. The author makes use of two locations 
to highlight the contestation between two groups of Malays with regards to their different sense of identity and 
mindsets. The first location is Kesang, a traditional seaside village where most of its inhabitants are fishermen 
and almost everyone is related to each other. 
 
The members of this community represent the old Malay who has a mindset that utilises place, kinship ties 
and adat (custom) as the basis for their sense of Malayness. The inhabitants have been fishermen and have lived 
in the same place for many generations. Even though they are fishermen and they survive on the largesse of the 
sea, they are still strongly rooted to the land. This is because the land that they own is hereditary ± tanah 
pusaka(ancestral land),passed down from one generation to the next. Furthermore, in times good and bad, they 
rely on the extended family system to help them celebrate births and weddings, mourn the dead and get through 
lean times. They lived their lives based on adat (custom), rites and traditions that have been passed down 
unquestioned from one generation to the next.  
 
0HODQ$ZDQJ¶VEURWKHULQODZLVDW\SLFDOH[DPSOHRIWKLVROG0DOD\+LVOLIHLVFHQWUHGLQ.HVDQJKHZDV
born and bred there, has family and friends in the village and expects to die there. His sense of self-identity is 
strongly rooted to his place of birth and thus he sees no reason for anyone to move away from the ancestral 
family home and land. Thus, he has a limited sense of kinship to the larger Bangsa Melayu (Malay nation). He 
does not mind living cheek by jowl with his mother, his siblings, their spouses and their many children in their 
ancestral home. Even though his life is one of hardship and he lives hand to mouth, he sees no reason to change 
WKHLUZD\RIOLIHRUVHHWKHQHHGWRVXSSOHPHQWWKHLULQFRPH³:K\ZHDU\RXUVHOIRXWJURZLQJULFH",¶YHPDQDJHG
WRHDWLWULJKWKHUHDWWKHFRDVWIRU\HDUVDQG\HDUV´VFRUQHG0HODQKhadijah, 1996: 3). He is a fisherman, and 
GRHVQRWVHH WKHQHHG WRFXOWLYDWH WKH ODQG³$OODQ\RQHJUHZZDVD OLWWOH WXUPHULFDQG OHPRQJUDVVZKich was 
H[FKDQJHG IRU ULFH ZLWK IDUPHUV IURP XSVWUHDP´ Khadijah 1996: 2-3). 0HODQ WDNHV D GLP YLHZ RI $ZDQJ¶V
efforts when he visits them in Sungai Berembang. He sees the small ramshackle hut at the edge of the jungle not 
as a brave start, but as evidencHRI$ZDQJ¶VPDGVFKHPHWKDWLVGRRPHGWRIDLOXUH 
 
Awang is not like his Kesang brethren. Even though he works hard and contributes his share to the upkeep of 
WKHODUJHH[WHQGHGIDPLO\KHLVUHJDUGHGDV³DSDVVHQJHU´Khadijah,1996: 61); always remaining an outsider as 
he had married into the family. He knows that there are other possibilities, that he could change his fate from the 
one destined for him. His ideas coalesce, become more concrete when he visits a distant cousin in Sungai 
Berembang, a newly settled farming community. He had seen how Abang Malim had made the successful 
transition from fisherman to farmer. Even though he still goes to sea two or three times a week, he is now the 
self-sufficient owner of a large three bedroomed house in Sungai Berembang and has several acres of fertile land 
producing a surplus of rice, coconut, vegetables and fruit which he sells for profit. Awang wants the same for his 
family as he wants to provide a better future for his children, and he realises that he cannot do this if he remains a 
fisherman in Kesang.  
 
When Awang makes his intention to strike out on his own known to his mother in law, she tries hard to 
dissuade him as she does not want her daughter and grandchildren to move away from their ancestral land. She 
DOVRIHHOVWKDWEHFDXVH$ZDQJKDGEHHQ³XVHGWRPDNLQJDOLYLQJE\WKHVHD´KHZLOO³QHYHUEHDEOHWRVWDQGDOO
WKDWGLJJLQJ WKH VRLOJURZLQJ ULFH´ Khadijah,1996: 1), and thus fail to provide for his family. Melan concurs 
ZLWKKLVPRWKHU³:K\ERWKHUFXOWLYDWLQJWKHODQGZKHQWKHZLGHRFHDQLVHYHU\RQH¶VULJKW"&DWFKDVPDQ\ILVK
as you like. ... You can earn enough money for sugar and rice without going through the bother of farming and 
JURZLQJULFH´Khadijah, 1996: 2). 
 
Historians and anthropologLVWVKDYHUHFRUGHGWKDW0DOD\VKDYHD³IURQWLHUFKDUDFWHU´0LOQHU, 2008: 192) and 
that the rural Malays can be quite mobile, moving and settling elsewhere. Tsubouchi for example, reported that 
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WKH UXUDO 0DOD\V WHQG WR ³OHDYH LQ VHDUFK RI QHZ ODQG EHIRUH WKH SRSXODWLRQ LQFUHDVHV EH\RQG WKH YLOODJH¶V
FDSDFLW\´   $ZDQJ LV IROORZLQJ LQ WKLV WUDGLWLRQ ZKHQ KH PDNHV WKH PRYH WR 6XQJDL %HUHPEDQJ
Awang also sees the move as a form of religious hijrah, which involves physical as well as spiritual migration for 
himself and his family.Heis quietly resolute and moves his family away to Sungai Berembang where a new 
community of Malay settlers was carving out agricultural land from virgin jungle.  
 
³+HZDVTXLWHGHWHUPLQHGWRVHWWOHLQ6XQJDL%HUHPEDQJZKHUH WKHVRLOZDVIHUWLOH+HZDVQ¶WTXLWWLQJ
the village because he was unhappy there so much as because he wanted to try a different way of life. 
He wanted to live on his own patch of soil. He had lived for almost fourteen years with his mother in 
law and haGH[SHULHQFHGDOOWKHELWWHUVZHHWQHVVRIVXFKDOLIH´Khadijah, 1996; 1-2)  
 
8QOLNHEDUUHQ.HVDQJ6XQJDL%HUHPEDQJLVGHSLFWHGDVDSODFHRISOHQW\DV³IRRGZDVDEXQGDQWDQGLWZDV
RQO\ ULFH IRUZKLFK WKH\VRPHWLPHVKDG WRPDNHXS´ Khadijah, 1996; 11). It was also a place of opportunity 
ZKHUHWKHOXVKYLUJLQMXQJOH³ZKLFKZDVIXOORIP\VWHU\DQGDWKRXVDQGWKLQJVWRHDW± fruit trees and flowers and 
DOO NLQGV RI VKUXEV DQG JUDVVHV´ Khadijah, 1996; 15), could be converted to fertile farmland. However, even 
WKRXJK ³>W@KH VRLO WKDW*RG KDGJUDQWHG LV IHUWLOH KHUH ZH VWLOO KDYH WRZRUNKDUG WR HDUQRXU OLYLQJ´+DML
Syawal the headman observed (Khadijah.1996; 20). The Sungai Berembang settlement is made up of likeminded 
people where land is the object of a personal quest. They could justly feel proud of the land they owned that they 
had carved out of virgin jungle and cultivated with their own toil and sweat.  
 
The Sungai Berembang community is mainly made up of strangers who had settled there from other parts of 
the country; where only a few like Abang Malim and Awang are related by blood ties. Yet this lack of blood ties 
did not prevent them from fostering and maintaining close communal ties with each other. Milah had mixed 
feelings about the move, but she is comforted to learn that there is already a new hut waiting for them at the edge 
of Abang 0DOLP¶VODQGDKXWEXLOWZLWKWKHKHOSRIVWLOOXQNQRZQIULHQGVDQGQHLJKERXUV³/LIHLQRXUYLOODJHLV
close-NQLW ,W¶V OLNHSXVKLQJ WKRXJK WKHEDPERRRQVteep banks, with everyone gathered together and united in 
agreement, Abang Malim continued´ (Khadijah1996; 17). They are always willing to lend a hand in good times 
and bad, whether for communal wedding feasts or to hunt down a crocodile that had attacked a fellow villager. 
 
The bulk of the narrative in The wave of life is focussed on Awang, Milah his wife and their five children; and 
their quest for a better life in Sungai Berembang. Their characters grow and change in this new environment, as 
they react and learn from the various trials and tribulations they face. Khadijah uses this family to portray a new 
Malay mindset and their attendant characteristics.  
 
In the narrative, Awang is portrayed as the new Malay with a different mindset from the people in Kesang. He 
is a man of few words, fiercely independent, intelligent ± with an inborn ability to think things through, willing to 
work hard and determined to achieve his dreams. When Awang moved, he vowed to himself that his children 
ZRXOGJURZXS³LQWKHLURZQKRXVHQRWRQWKHHGJHRIVRPHRQHHOVH¶V´ODQGKhadijah, 1996; 60). Awang also 
has a strong sense of connection and entitlement to the land as although ³WKHZLGHRFHDQEHORQJVWRHYHU\ERG\
EXWDOLWWOHSDWFKRIODQGLVWKHELUWKULJKWRIRXUFKLOGUHQ´ (Khadijah, 1996: 66). He also sees the land that he will 
carve out from the jungle as a form of investment for the future of his children. However, Awang is well aware of 
the obstacles that he has to overcome and that he has to work very hard to carve out his little patch of land from 
the jungle. With the help and guidance of mentor AbangMalim and occasional help from neighbours, the first 
few months were filled with back breaking work to individually cut down and clear huge trees from a tract of 
virgin jungle. Awang is taught to respect nature, and also to harness natural elements in his endeavour to clear the 
virgin jungle, for example using the prevailing wind directions to help fell huge trees. However, 
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³7KDQN*RGDIWHURQO\VL[PRQWKV,
YHPDQDJHGWR become a land owner and now I can hold my head 
up before the folks at Kesang. Not that I went into farming just to show the people of Kesang. I did it for 
P\FKLOGUHQ´Khadijah,1996: 107). 
 
After nearly a year of hard toil, the land has been planted with coconut palm saplings, hill rice and other short 
term vegetable crops. He has fish traps set in the river nearby that would provide them with ample fresh-water 
fish and prawns. However Awang knows that it will be five to six years before he could harvest the coconuts, and 
he needs to start another venture to generate short-term income.  
 
Awang and Milah are illiterate as they never went to school and their religious knowledge is sketchy. Within 
the context and discourse of the narrative, education is not limited to the secular; it also includes religious 
education as well as the lessons learnt from experiencing life itself. In this sense, Awang and Milah learnt a lot 
from the school of hard knocks and they grow and mature over the course of the novel. The religious talks that 
the family regularly attends in Sungai Berembang have also opened their minds to new ideas and possibilities, 
besides strengthening their faith, deepening their knowledge about Islam and their awareness of their religious 
obligations. AZDQJQRZZDQWVWRIROORZLQWKH3URSKHW0XKDPPDG¶VIRRWVWHSVDVDWUDGHUDQGGHFLGHVWRVHWXS
DVPDOOVXQGU\VKRS0RVWRIWKHLUQHLJKERXUVVFRIIHGDW$ZDQJ¶VSODQGHHPLQJLWDPDGLGHD; but he had made a 
number of sailing trips to Singapore and had seen how the traders there ply their trade and flourish. He had also 
observed how Chinese traders in Sungai Berembang like Guan took on the role of middleman and made a profit 
from it. Awang was realistic and started small, with the shop occupying one corner of the front verandah of their 
house and a small range of essential goods for sale. The initial response from the villagers was lukewarm, as they 
VWLOOSUHIHUUHGWRJRWR*XDQ¶VVKRSHYHQWKRXJKLWZDVIXUWKHUDZD\+RZHYHUWUDGHVORZO\SLFNHGXSDQGWKH\ 
were able to make a small profit from the shop, enough to tide them over during the lean timesandstart saving for 
a new house. Awang is also forward looking, planning for the future. He is aware that his lack of formal 
education is holding him back from achieving his full potential. He realizes the importance of education and does 
not want the same fate to befall his children. Asmah their eldest child was able to attend three years of school 
before they moved to Sungai Berembang. There was no school close enough for the children to go to here, so 
Asmah was tasked with teaching her younger brothers and sister the basics ± to read, write, count and recite the 
Quran. The decision to build a larger house and move to their land upstream is partly influenced by the fact that a 
newly built road would make access to school easier; which means that the children could now resume their 
education.   
 
Milah is another character that is portrayed as the new Malay. Milah was initially portrayed as the typical 
quiet, subservient Malay wife who is dependent on her mother and follows the husband¶VOHDG³0LODKKDGQRW
been in favour of the move but Awang had persuaded her that she should make her own way in life for the sake 
RI WKHFKLOGUHQDQGQRWEH WLHG WRKHUPRWKHU¶VDSURQVWULQJV´ Khadijah, +RZHYHU0LODK¶VPLQG LV
open to new ideas and experiences.Initially, Milah found it a struggle to fit in and survive in the new 
environment, as it was the first time she has lived away from her extended family. She felt alone and bereft 
without family support, and aWRQHSRLQW³Milah was depressed, restraining her sadness at being left all alone. 
She longed for her mother and brothers and sisters at Kesang. She felt forlorn and there was nowhere to turn to 
relieve her feelings´.KDGLMDK.  
 
The move to Sungai Berembang means she has to take charge of her own life, take on new responsibilities 
and learn to be independent. She realises that the success or failure of their farming venture depends on both 
husband and wife. She has to work with her husband to ensure the success of the venture, as that would in turn 
ensure the survival of her family. She learns to appreciate the fruits of her labour and is justly proud of her 
achievements. Her bond to the land is as strRQJDVKHUKXVEDQG¶V³,I\RXWKLQNDERXWWKHDPRXQWRIVZHDW,¶YH
VSLOWRQWKLVYHQWXUHWKHQLWZRXOGEHFUD]\RIPHWRZDQWWROHDYHODQGDVULFKDVWKLV´Khadijah,1996: 113) 
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Besides helping her husband clear the land, she has new responsibilities. Milah learns to guide her children 
with a firm but kindly hand, able to discipline them with pointed looks and a few words of reprimand. She gains 
a new found sense of freedom and responsibility as the matriarch of the family. She also learns how to befrugal 
with what they have and to learn new ways of utilising the natural bounty the nearby river and jungle offers to 
supplement their diet. They learn to use local fruits and flowers as beauty aids, and use selected jungle fruits, 
herbs, shrubs and trees as medicinal remedies. As a result, the family starts to have a better understanding of the 
environment around them, and feel a strong sense of belonging to their land.  
 
7RDODUJHH[WHQW0LODKVKDUHVLQKHUKXVEDQG¶VGUHDPVIRUWKHLU IDPLO\DOWKRXJKVKHLVnot entirely happy 
with the means that Awang uses to achieve the dreams. For example, she is not happy when Awang announces 
that he was sailing to Singapore to trade and earn extra money. 
 
³,W ZDVQ¶W VRPXFK WKH TXHVWLRQ RI VDLOLQJZKLFK DQQR\HG KHU EXW Zhat would happen to them, left 
behind at Sungai Berembang? That was what bothered her. They had only moved two months ago to 
WKLVVWUDQJHSODFH´Khadijah,1996: 63). 
 
Milah is afraid to be left alone with the children, as she feels she has no one to turn to in case anything 
happens when Awang is away. At that point in time, Milah did not have the confidence to look after herself and 
her children. She was even tempted to return to Kesang when her brother came to visit while Awang was away in 
Singapore. However, she took comfort and courage from Kak Joyah and the other women in the community, 
learning to cope and keep her family and home safe. Her growing sense of independence and confidence is 
shown in another incident one night while their husbands were away; when together with Kak Joyah, she 
managed to thwart the unwelcomed attention of a peeping tom.Her newfound sense of self-worth is also 
manifested in the way she dresses and carries herself in the community. During the course of the novel, Milah 
changes into a strong and independent family matriarch who dares voice out her dissatisfaction against the land 
tax to the land surveyors and the village headman. A few days after they had moved to their new house, tragedy 
hits when their youngest son died from malaria. She was naturally hit hard by the death, but the physical, 
emotional and spiritual strength she gained from her experiences in Sungai Berembang has made her stronger and 
more accepting of life.  
 
The children play a minor but important role in the narrative. Asmah their eldest daughter forms a close 
UHODWLRQVKLS ZLWK &KHPSDND $EDQJ0DOLP¶V GDXJKWHU 7KH ROGHU DQG PRUH VRSKLVWLFDWHG &KHPSDND WHDFKHV
Asmah the finer points of Quran recitation, sewing and embroidery, and how to use natural herbs, fruits and 
flowers as part of their personal care regiment. Asmah becomes more responsible, circumspect and refined. 
Besides teaching her younger siblings, twelve year old Asmah has to take on the adult role of running a 
household and taking care of her younger siblings while her parents go about the back breaking job of clearing 
the jungle and planting the crops. Her younger siblings no longer spend their time playing all day long. They 
learn to take care of the various fruit trees and vegetables planted around the house, how to handle the traps set in 
the river and generally look out for one another. The children too matured fast as they have to take on new 
responsibilities and learn new things. 
 
4.  Discussion and Conclusion 
 
Khadijah Hashim was imbued her two main protagonists with a strongly developed sense of Malay identity. 
The central core of their sense of identity is linked to their strong connection with the land. To Awang and Milah, 
land is their birth right not just because they were born there, but more importantly because they have earned the 
right to live there as they had invested time and energy, workinglong, hard hours to claim the land. Land is not 
just tanah pusaka (ancestral land) that will be passed down through the generations, it is also a valuable 
commodity that could be utilised to produce goods that could be sold or bartered, and the proceeds used to better 
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the lives of their family. They have a very close connection to the land as they have become masters of their 
environment due toeffective utilisation of the abundant natural resources, utilising nature in their farming 
methods and thus are able to reap the benefits of living so closely with nature.  
 
Religion and culture are the other central pillars in their sense of Malay identity. The religious gatherings that 
they attended in Sungai Berembang had deepened their knowledge and understanding of Islam. This in turn has 
had an impact on the culture they subscribe to and the way they live their lives. They now follow the true tenets 
of Islam and use it as the basis and guide in their interactions with other people and the cultural practices they 
now uphold as part of Malay culture. As a result their lives are less dependent on superstitions and animistic 
based beliefs, rituals and practices which go against the teachings of Islam. The hijrah leitmotif in the novel 
underpins their material, spiritual and psychological growth and maturity that are a result of their move to Sungai 




Awang and Milah have been given personal character traits that ensure that they will succeed in their 
endeavours. Theyareshown to be mentally and physically strong, not afraid of hard work, forward thinking, 
fiercely independent, have the quiet courage of their convictions, and is stoic in the face of adversity. Awang also 
has an entrepreneurial spirit that is not seen in many Malays of that era. This is mainly a result of his travels 
beyond Sungai Berembang, which has brought him into contact with Malays from other states and people from 
other races. It has opened his eyes and mind to new possibilities.  This contact also gave him a sense of 
connection to a larger community of Malay people with no blood ties ± the beginnings of Malay nationalism.   
 
The analysis seeks to uncover what it means tREHD0DOD\IURPDFRQWHPSRUDU\IHPDOHZULWHU¶VSHUVSHFWLYH
(YHQWKRXJKWKHQRYHOLVLQDVHQVHDQµKLVWRULFDO¶QRYHOLQWKDWLWLVDERXWWKHMalay past, the constructs of Malay 
identity and mindset embedded in the text is based on more contemporary ideas of Malay identity. Khadijah 
paints Awang and his family as positive role models for young Malaysians. The discourse of the novel posits a 
new Malay identity and mindset based on land, religion and culture/community. 
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